
Mercury and Your School

High Schools



Types of Mercury

Elemental Mercury (quicksilver)
• Is the only liquid metal at room temperature, and
• Can be present in certain devices used around your school 

and home.
Inorganic Mercury (mercuric salts)
Organic Mercury (methyl mercury)

This presentation will focus on elemental mercury and the 
hazards it presents. 



Mercury in the Environment
Mercury enters the environment from: 

Natural sources such as volcanoes and the 
weathering of rocks; and

Human activities such as combustion of 
coal, mining, and other industrial 
processes. 
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Where the Mercury in Lakes Comes From
Although some mercury is found naturally cycling, in the environment, the human contributions of mercury have steadily increased since the Industrial Revolution, upsetting the natural balance. For the northern hemisphere, atmospheric levels of mercury have increased two to five-fold, in the past 150 years. Today, it is estimated that as much as two thirds of atmospheric mercury levels, can be attributed to anthropogenic (human) sources. In addition to initial fallout, atmospheric transport and deposition may also be responsible for carrying and depositing mercury great distances, causing mercury contamination to attain local, regional, and even global concern.
 
Mercury can also escape to the environment when items containing mercury are broken or thrown away. Whether the items are dumped in sewers, garbage cans or burned, some of the mercury will eventually enter the atmosphere and later end up in lakes or oceans, where it can accumulate in fish.
Mercury is also a pollutant in the air emissions from activities such as burning coal and producing taconite ore. A number of other possible sources of mercury exist, including cement plants and gasoline combustion. 




Health Effects

Exposure to elemental mercury occurs 
when you come in contact with it.

 
You 

might be exposed by breathing it, ingesting 
it, or touching it.  

If you are exposed to mercury, many factors 
determine whether you'll be harmed.

 
These 

factors include the dose (how much), the 
duration (how long), and how you come in 
contact with it.
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Some people may be exposed to higher levels of mercury in the form of methyl mercury if they have a diet high in fish, shellfish, or marine mammals that come from mercury-contaminated waters.  Methyl mercury accumulates up the food chain, so that fish at the top of the food chain will have the most mercury in their flesh.  Of these fish, the largest (i.e., the oldest) fish will have the highest levels.  The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) estimates that most people are exposed, on average, to about 50 nanograms (one billionth of a gram) of mercury per kilogram of body weight per day (50 ng/kg/day) in the food they eat.  This is about 3.5 micrograms (µg) of mercury per day for an adult of average weight.  This level is not thought to result in any harmful effects.  A large part of this mercury is in the form of methyl mercury and probably comes from eating fish.  Commercial fish sold through interstate commerce that are found to have levels of methyl mercury above an "action level" established by the FDA) of 1 ppm (part per million) cannot be sold to the public.  This level itself is below a level associated with adverse effects.  However, if you fish in contaminated waters and eat the fish you catch, you may be exposed to higher levels of mercury. 
 




In Schools

Thermometers
Barometers
Thermostats
Fluorescent light bulbs
Mercury switches
Mercury vapor lamps
Charles' law tubes

Mercury is used in several types of 
materials/devices in schools:



In Case of a Spill

Remain calm;
Don’t touch the mercury or try to clean it 
up yourself;
Notify the proper authorities;
Remove yourself from the area; and
Don’t return to the room where the spill 
occurred until you are told it is safe.
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